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ABSTRACT

The Story Mezker is a teachinag device that allows 5
children to create stories by choosing options from a set of ~
alreddy-written story segments. This device (1) provides an active
language experience, tha* allouc children to. construct stories easily: .
(2)- demonstrates the consequences of choosing different ways for a
etc*y to proceed: (3) avoids the overemphasis on low~level
characteristics of text such as spelling and handwriting: (4)
rrovides a real audience for children's compositions: (5) creates a,
natural context for comparing and discussing stories with different
- high-level characteristics: (6) provides a2 social and cognitive '
context in which it is natural for children to work together on
language activities: and (7) provides 2 motivating, nonthreatening,
success-oriented contex+t fcr languade activities. The choices are
structured sc that *he initial choices a child .makes constrain
choices that can be made.later in the process. The Story Maker is
ivplemented in such & way that the ¢hild cannot seé a given set of
alternatives until the time has come tc¢ chdoose among them. After
children have had some experience with this techhique,  they can
construct their own Stcrv Makers. (HODY
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This PaPer describes a set of classroom devices called the

Story Maker. At first glance they‘apéear to. be directed solely toward

. , -
the teaching of writing. Yet they grew out of a concern for teaching

reading comprehension and our growing realization that both reading

and Writing are best taught when they are regarded as inseparable --

written communication.

as the two necessary. components of AS we

exp;ored'the devices we will describe here, it became clearvthat it is
possible éo design methods which serve to re-unite reading and writing
in the classroom, where they have been to a large extent artificially
sepatated. Children wu.ing the Story Maker are actuéily creating
stories which are clearly meant to be read and discussed by classma;es
-— and are thegéfore practicing writing -- Sut they are simultaneously

reading stories which someone else has written and therefore having to

>

contend with unfamiliar words, events and'p}ot-structures.

L

* The research reported here was supported in part by the
National Institute of Education under Contract No. US-NIE£-C- .
400-76-0116. This work was done with the collaboration and
support of Chip Bruceé, Phil Cohen, Allan Collins, and Cindy
Steinberg. -
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"The original motivation for the development of these devices

was our desire tO translate some fundamental perspectives on text into

classrqom tools. Our approach then trie$ in several ways to provide a

cgﬁtext in which children see and experience reading and writing as
two closely-related’ facets of bowmunication, rather than as subjects
relegated to non-overlapping time periods in school.

We have used the phrase "conceptual readability" to
designate an approach to textual ;nalysis which focuses on high~level
text characteristics such as the role of examplés in ann explanétion,

the communication of characters” Pplans in a story and the global

"structure of arguments. The emphasis on the word concegtual-contrasts
this Qiew of text with e more traditional deps of readability
formulas on syllables per word and words ’pér sentence. This"’
perspective suggests some clear directions for research on reading §nd
writing, lehding;us to develop formalisms for describfng different
‘text structures and to investigate the imfact of their characteristics
on comﬁrehensibility._ However, the implications'of such an attitude
toward text for classroom teaching are léss clear. Given,:a belief
that high;level characteristics of text are central to readability and
that an awareness of them is a crucial compohent_of comprehension, how
do we help childrenvin classroom set;ings focus on these aspects of
the texts they read  and write? What kinds of classroom situations'can
we create which draw children’s attention away from individual words

or sentences to an appreciation of the organization of expository text

or- the working through of a.confrontation in a story?
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This Ppaper ;ill describe, first, the general educational
guidelines which derive from ocur framework, and then, a. gréup of
related classroom devices which embody. the fconceptuaL readability”
pefspective in practical tools. We see theée more deneral goals as
important for any educational method designed to encourage children to

focus on high-level aspects of text in both reading and writing,

Educational Goals

Our emphasis on high-level aspects of text leads us to adopt
a* set of spéecific educational choices which hélp direct children”s

attention toward these crucial text characteristics.

1: Provide an active language experience which allows children to

construct stories easily. The key word in this sentence is "active";

most reading experiences require little overt action from istﬁdents

sther than to answer comptehension questidns: at the end of the

selection. The combination of treading ‘and writing in a single

experiéncg allows children to be invoived in and captured by the
-

activity and to haQe in the end a story theylﬁave Qroduced in a mudh

shorter time than it would usuvally take-them to write one.

2. Demon:iitrate to children the consequences of choosing different waVvs

for a story to proceed. Reading has beenfdescribed as a process of

fofmulating anq\évqluating hypotheses {Smith, lé?B};, in recent work, .

writing has been seen as involving a series of choicdes which satisfy
: 4 .

constraints imposed by the task (Collins "and Gentner, 1979). In both

gaseé, ‘decisions made early ‘in the process significanfly .limit

-
-
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available options later. 'An educational method should demonstrate
this interdependence to children, gather than simply stating it in

words.

3. Avoid the pitfall of overemphasis on low-level characteristics of

text suvch as spelling and handwriting. - Several researchers have

pointed out the complex 'cognitive processes involved in reading
{(Perfetti, - 1975) and writing (Flower and Hayes, in press;
Scardamalia, Bereiter & McDcnald, submitted for publication; Wason,
1970). ' Collins and Gentner (1979) have noted children”s tendency to
"downslide” into concentrating on lower-level processes such as
decoding (in reading) or spelling and hanawriting‘(in writing) when.
the task becomes too:complex (see also Luria, 1929). Our goal is to
construct an educational method which frees children”s atténtion £from
these details so they can concentrate on higher-lebel aspects of the

text.

4. Provide a real audience for children”’s compositions. New research

and teachiqg techniques in writing emphasize the importance of
children®s awareness of’the"audiepce to whom they are writing and the

nse of a real audience to provide feedback to vyoung wripers {Bruce,

Collins, Rubin and Gentner, 1978; Scardamalia, in press; Van

" Nostrand, 1977). Yet most of the c0mpoéitions ‘children pré&uce are

[

written to - elicit good grades and comments from the teacher, rather

than to communicate. Technigues are needed@ which naturally pfovide an

- ~
audience for children in school.

o
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5. Create a natural context for comparing and discussing stories with

different. . high-level . characteristics. Comparing and contrasting

. —
objects which share some but not all attributes is a central strategy

for learning: this point has been made by.résearchers iﬁvestiggting
cognitive processes jin general (Gegpner, 197?; Moore and Newell,
1973) and ihcorporated into lanéhgge arts curricula (e.g. Moffett,
1976). While children can always be asked spebifiéally to discuss the
similarities and differences aﬁbng sévékal stories, our goal 1is to
create an activity where the motivation for.the cbmparisoPS grows out

of the task itself. ' ' ‘ ,

6. Provide a social and cognitive context in which it is natural for

. children to -work together on language activities. Recent studies by

anthropologists and ethnomethodologists ﬁave pinpointed the-iméprtance
of social organization and interacf@on in classrooms (McDermott, 1979;
Cole, Hood and McDermott, 1978). Children writing in school, however,
.often work in isolation, rarely iﬁteracting even with the tgacher
(Rubin, 1980). School situatidns must be modifieq to encourage
"students to interact productivelyl‘in the context of reading and

writing activities.

- -

7. Provide a motivating, non-threatening, success-oriented context for

language activities. While this goal is hardly innovative or unique,

it is certainly more difficult to achieve these aspects of educational

activities than to describe them. Attention to motivational aspécts’

of classroom activities is crucial to their success.
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The devices we have developed attempt to address all of the

"above goals. Although there are a large number of language activities

which derive from }hesé tools (see Rubin, 1980 for more details), we

1

l ' - ' .
will focusuﬂaaf’anly two of the basic ones here and explain how they

relate to the general points we have listed.

The Story Maker

The most basic device we will describe is called a Story
Maker. it is essentially' a tool which allows children tq creatg
stories by choosing dptions from a set of already-wrftten- story
segments. After making a series of choicés, a child has a completed
story which he or she can read, éopy, illustrate and show3 to pafents
and friends. These choices are structured as a tree - that is,
initial choices.a child makes coﬁstpain choices he or s#she can make
later in the process.

The beginning ©f a story tree in Figpre l jllustrates the
basic structure of a‘Story Maker activity. The tree is made;up af a
group . of storfes about a ngﬁted House; each story segment is
contained in a box. Each story begins with "Lace opened the front
door and..." and one possible story a child mig‘ht construct bﬁthin

this story tree qpuld starfhout

Lace opened the front door and slipped into what louked 1like a
bowl of spaghetti. Frankenstein was cooking it for his dinner.

In the most elementéry process of constructing a story frbm tﬁé tree,
a child is actively involved in a reading and writing experience which
quickly yields a complete story; thus .this activity fulfills goal #1,

that of providing an active experience.

'
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We have implemented tée Story Maker so that a_child cannot

© see a given set of alternatives until the time. has  come to choose
among them. Thus, a child islsometimes surprised at the conseguences
" of his or Eer cﬁoice. A child choosing among thezfirst three choices
in Ithis tree, for examplé, would have no idea what story segment§
followed along any 6E the branches. Thus, choosing a path through a
story tree gives children some awareness of the consefuences of their
choices. On initial experiences with a giveg tree, they“re’ often
surprised; when they know the tree -better, they can make more
informed choiges. We can encourage children to Eocué more explicitly
on the interdependence of their choices by superimposing story
characteristic goais on their process of putting together - a story(
For 'example: we have asked children to t:& to write funny, confusing,
or boring stories - or stories. in which the conflict between two.
.characters remains unresolved. 1In the story tree in Figure 1, we have
labeled the top=-level branches of the ;reg as leading to funny
stories, scary stories or stories involving televisioh characters.
Even in this simple tree, a child can make choices according to a g?al
which refers to global story characteristics; the technique t;us
addresses the second general . goal of demonstrating the
interrelatedness of story segments. |

The Story Maker preveﬁ;s bothlchildren and teachers from
focusing attention on syntax, spelling or the 1like by guaranteeing
that each and every story a\chfld produces will be écceptable along

these dimensions. \Thus:éthe third goal is realized:. downsliding 1is

virtually eliminated. Because it requires simultaneous concentration

8
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on fewer levels of the text, a child”s task using the Story Maker |is
simpler than the Jjob of writing a story from scratch. This was
brought out in a recent Pilot experiment. A 7-year-old girl created a

"scary” Haunted House story using the Story Maker and then copied. it.

f

While she was transcribing the story, her attention was almost-

constantly drawn to the problem she has differentiating "b"s” and
"d“s”, but since' the story itself was already determined, she cbuld

focus on her handwriting problem without sacrificing story content.

The Story Maker Maker

To illustrate a way of fulfilling the other four goals in
our list, we will introduce an extension of the Story Maker idea -- a

device called the Story Maker Maker. After children have had some
)

gfgxperience with the basic Story Maker, they can construct their own

b

1

Ce

iStorx Makers, deciding on the individual story parts and, Pperhaps,
even the tree structure. Children working in groups can write story

segments.on'index cards and then place them on hook$ on a pegboard;
branches can be‘ indicatéd by pieées of varn connecting the hooks.
Multiple branches allow-éiffefent children to see their own ideas. of
how the story should proceed'included in the final profct.,

When the Story Maker is completed, another groupigof children
‘cén - use it in the activities we have deécribed above. This
interaction achieves our fourth goal of providing a real auaieﬁce _for

children”’s compositions. The Haunted House story tree partially shown

in Figure 1, in fact, wés written by a'third—grader with the help of

an aduvlt tutor. The author, Michelle, knew that her best friend Lace

would later be using the Story Maker and so included her as the main

9
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character of the stories. The audience in such a situation méy be
qqipe expressive. Because their "reading" of the Story Maker requires
active paFticipation, a group of children provides " considerable
feedback to a Story Maker author.

When the children ‘in Michelle. and Lace’s class used the
Haunted House Story Maker to produce their own stories, the activity
-provided a means of addressing the fiféh gpal - the creation of a
context for comparing stories %ith different high~level
characteristics. Because they were all cﬁnstructed from the same

> . .
story. tree, the stories w%re similar enough to invite comparison.

.BecaUSe eth reflected an inéividual child”“s choices, they were
"different enough to force a contrast. The conversation around the
classrcom conéisted mainiy 6f comhments sdchuaé, "Hey - ﬁine has Lace
and PFrankenstein going to McDoqald's top,-but they don“t ge£ as much
to eati" . | ’
Goal:#G, that of collabor;tiOn on a Pparticular story, 1is
facilftated b§ the aétual physical layout of the Story Maker and Story

Maker MaKer. The size of the pegboarq Story Maker Maker we have built

(4 fgét:by 7 feet) almostﬁﬂecessitates participation by more than one

) - _ . . y
child at a time. Thus af;;oup writing experience develops in which

children trade off as main author or designer. Children constructing

a Story Maker together often enrich each other”s ideas, suggesting new-
N
directfons when the process bogs down. Thus, these activites provide

natural wéys{for children to collaborate on group writing projects.

L

LY

" FPinally, Story Maker activitiec appear in our experience so
far to be highly motivating, satisfying goal #7. Because every story

10
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produced using a Story Maker 1is correct in terms of spelling and

syntax, a child 1is guaranteed at least ‘partial success in this

language activity. Childrez/ﬂgnavshown marked persistence in working

with the Story Maker. One seven-year-old girl who worked with the
Haunted . House Story ,Maker. after school, writing and copying three
.different stories, then went home and wrote another story and song,

e

and finally compiled them all into a Haunted House book.

Summary

Story Maker activiﬁﬁes, therefore, are one way to fulfill
the seven goals we haye identi%ied as central for guiding children
towards high-level communicative aspects of writing and réading.
Although these deviceé are still in the experimental stages of
development, our initial experiences with them have been sufficiently
positive that we Eelieve they are worth pursuing. These tools =-- and
others that concentrate on the educational issues raised by our seven

goals - have the potential to positively affect classroom language

experiences.




Andee Rubin, Dedre Gentner
11

References

bruce, B., Collins, A., Rubin, A.D. & Gentner, D. A cognitive science
approach to writing. To appear in C.H. Frederiksgn, M.F.
Whiteman, and J.D. Dominic (Eds.), Writing: The nature,
development and teaching of written communication. Hillsdale,
T T -
N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, in press. {(Also appears as
Center for the Study of Reading Technical Report #89.)

Cole, M., Hood, L. & McDermott, R. Ecological niche picking:
Ecological invalidity as an axiom of experimental cognitive
psychology. Unpublished manuscript, Rockefeller University,
1978.

Collins, A. & Gentner, D. A framework for:- a cognitive theory of
writing. To appear in IL.W. Gregg and E. Steinberg (Eds.),
Cognitive processes in writing: An interdisciplinary approach.
Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, in press. h

JFlower, L.S. & Hayes, J.R. Problem solving and the cognitive process
’ of writing. In C.H. Frederiksen, M.F. Whiteman and J.F. Dominic
; (Eds.), Writing: The nature, development and teaching of written
communication. Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1n
press. '

Gentner, D.G. If a tree had a knee, where would it be? Children”s

performance on simple spatial metaphors. 7Papers and reports on
child landguage development, 1977, 13.

Luria, A.R. The development of writing in the child. In VoprosYy .
marksistkoi pedagogikii [Problems of marxist education]. Moscow:
Academy of Communist Education, 1929. Vol.™l, pp. 143-176.

McDermott, R.P. Some reasons for focusing on c¢classrooms in reading
research. In P.D. Pearson and J. Hansen (Eds.) Reading:
Disciplined inquiry in process and practice. Twenty-seventh
yearbook of The National Reading Conference, Clemson, South
Carolina: The National Reading Conference, Inc., 1978, 212-217.

Moffett; J. & Wagner, B.J. Student-centefed language arts and
reading, k-13. Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1976.

-

Moore, J. & Newell, A. How can MERLIN understand? In L. Gregg (Ed.).
Knowledge and cognition. Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum
Assoclates, 1973.

Perfetti, C.A. Language comprehension and fast decoding: Some
psycholinguistic prerequisites for skilled reading comprenension.
Paper presented to. the Development of Reading Comprehension. .
1975, summer seminar of the International Reading Association,
Newark, Delaware, July 1975. '

12




Andee Rubin, Dedre Gentner -
12

Rubin, A.D. Making stories, making sense. To appear in Language
arts, March 1980. : '

Scardamalia, M. How children cope with ‘the <cognitive demands. of
writing. To appear in C.H. Frederiksen, M.F. Whiteman and J.F.
Dominic (Eds.), Writing: The nature, development and teaching of
written communication. Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, in press. - . _ CO

S8cardamalia, M., Bereiter, C. & McDonald, J.D.S. Role takihg in
. written communication investigated by man;pulatlng anticipatory.
knowledge. Submitted for publication.

!

Smith, F. Psycholingpistics and'reading. New York: Holt, Ringhart
and Winstomy 1973. ; ‘

Van Nostrand, A.D., Knoblauch, C.H., McGuire, P.J. & Pettigrew, J.
- Functional writing. . Providence, R.I.: Center for Research in
Writing, 1977. .

Wason, 'P. The context of plausible denial. _ Journal of verbal
learning and verbal behavior, 1965, 4, 7-il.




"| saw THE JOKER,

HE PICKED UP HIS
CANE AND SPRAYED

"HER WITH
WHIPPED CREAM.

"‘

THE HAUNTED HOUSE

LACE OPENED THE FRONT DOOR AND .,

SLIPPED ‘INTO WHAT
LOOKED LIKE A’ BOWL
OF SPAGHETTI.’

STEPPED ON
A MOUSE.,
: SR

IT was reatty | | FRANKENSTEIN wAS
THE MuMMy TAKING| - '| COOKING IT FOR
A BATH, o HIS DINNER,

"He NIBBLED

ON- HER FOOT,

o

' Figure 1. The beginning of a story tree.
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